Call centers have become an important customer access channel as well as an important source of customer-related information. This boundary-spanning unit has finally enabled companies to take marketing's commonplace wisdom of listening to the customer literally. As a result of the fact that an increasing number of companies are now actively embracing the notion of interactivity, there has been a considerable growth in the number of so-called voiceto-voice service encounters. These encounters require specific knowledge and skills of boundary spanning service workers. One essential skill is listening behavior. Yet, this communication skill has not been widely addressed in the marketing literature. Therefore, the focus in this paper is on the concept of listening behavior and its consequences for firmcustomer relationships. Three dimensions of listening behavior are discerned; attentiveness, perceptiveness and responsiveness. An empirical study was designed to test the effect of these behavioral dimensions on customer satisfaction with the service encounter, the level of customer trust and the intention to contact the firm again. Results of the study reveal that attentiveness is a direct driver of encounter satisfaction, whereas perceptiveness is primarily related to trust. Furthermore, the responsiveness dimension is related positively to both satisfaction and trust. In addition, we find a significant association between satisfaction and trust and, finally, both a satisfactory evaluation of the voice-to-voice encounter and the buildup of trust have a significant impact on the customer's intention to contact the call center again in the future.
INTRODUCTION
An increasing number of firms have installed call centers as a communications platform to integrate services and sales functions in dealing with large numbers of customers via remote, real-time contact (Anton 1996; Dawson 1998) . By fostering a relationship-oriented focus, these organizational units, which have as their primary task the processing in-and outbound communications with customers and prospects, are rapidly becoming a key source of customer-specific knowledge. Furthermore, it has been argued that call centers are an important source of competitive advantage (Dobbins 1996) . Although listening to the voice of the customer has since long been advocated in marketing theory and practice, the wide-scale implementation of call centers has only recently enabled companies to take this commonplace wisdom literally (Molloy 1996) . While listening to the customer has been classified as a major cause of marketing effectiveness, it has also been identified as an 'under-researched' behavioral phenomenon in the marketing literature (Ramsey and Sohi 1997) . Despite a few notable exceptions, little is known about the impact of listening behavior on buyer-seller relations. Since, the notion of interactivity is rapidly widening both in terms of scope and scale and the degree of voice-to-voice service encounters is incrementally increasing, it seems relevant to gain a more in-depth understanding of the listening behavior of call center agents and its impact on customer-firm relationships. The purpose of this article is to introduce and discuss the concept of listening behavior in voice-to-voice service encounters and to test several theoretical propositions with regards to firm -customer relationships empirically. It is structured as follows. First, we will focus on listening behavior and a number of relational exchange constructs. Secondly, we will report on the results of a study that has examined empirically a framework in which dimensions of listening behavior and its relational consequences were modeled. In conclusion, we will address the theoretical as well as the managerial implications of our findings.
CONCEPTUALIZING PERCEIVED LISTENING BEHAVIOR
Listening as perceived by customers has been defined as 'a set of interrelated activities, including apparent attentiveness, non-verbal behavior, verbal behavior, perceived attitudes, memory and behavioral responses' (Lewis and Reinsch 1988, p. 18 ). This and other definitions point to the fact that listening is a complex, affective and cognitive behavioral activity, consisting of a number of distinct behavioral manifestations. While it has been pointed out that listening should be conceptualized as a holistic, higher order construct (Ramsey and Sohi 1997) , Mead (1986, p. 512) states that 'it is desirable to disentangle the various factors that contribute to a construct'. Anderson and Martin (1995) in their study of group communication and listening behavior identified three components of listening behavior; (1) attentiveness (2) perceptiveness and (3) responsiveness. Other authors (e.g., Frank and Brownell 1989; Trenholm 1995; Ramsey and Sohi 1997) have identified similar facets of listening. We will briefly discuss these three listening components from a service encounter perspective in a call center setting.
First, attentiveness reflects the extent to which customers receive verbal and nonverbal cues from call center agents during the telephone service interaction. Verbal cues consist of language stimuli, enabling listeners to give consideration, frequently by using affirmative words such as 'yes' and 'go on' (Pearson and Nelson 1997) . Non-verbal cues reflect the occurrence of what has been called 'paralanguage', which includes vocal qualities (i.e., voice characteristics like pitch, rate and volume), vocalizations (i.e., sounds conveying meaning such as groans and moans) and voices segregates (i.e., pauses and fillers such as 'um' and 'ah'). Paralanguage is particularly important because it is frequently associated with a speaker's physical personality and gender characteristics, emotional state and even credibility and sincerity. For instance, it has been demonstrated that a relatively high occurrence of voice segregates has an effect on credibility levels of the part of the listener (Frank and Brownell 1989) . In general, verbal cues carry a large part of a message's cognitive content, whereas non-verbal cues reflect affective commitment and involvement. Barker and Gaut (1996) , for instance, demonstrate that non-verbal vocal cues accounted for 38% of the communication of emotional content. Thus, it seems that active listening involves more than just words.
A second component of listening behavior forms perceptiveness. This mainly cognitive activity reflects the listener's attempt to understand the message by assigning meaning to the verbal and non-verbal messages that are transmitted by the speaker.
During a voice-to-voice service encounter a customer can perceive whether a call center agent is actively attempting to understand the message that is conveyed. By means of training and (computer) scripts and heuristics, call center agents can retrieve information from knowledge schemes and in this way facilitate interpretation of the message sent. In addition, a number of signals may be used to convey understanding of the message. For instance, asking for more details and rephrasing the message to check for the right interpretation, are some of the ways that convey perceptiveness (Abrams and Hibbison 1986; Brody 1994; Pearson and Nelson 1997; Ramsey and Sohi 1997) .
A third component of listening behavior is responsiveness. This indicates the level of understanding or agreement between the call center agent and the customer. A call center agent's verbal and non-verbal feedback helps the customer to determine whether the message has been received, interpreted and evaluated in the appropriate manner. Several types of behavioral manifestations have been identified in the literature. For instance, Abrams and Hibbison (1986) and Ramsey and Sohi (1997) argue that a response to a customer consist of answering at the appropriate times, offering elaborate and relevant information with the use of full sentences instead of just yes and no saying, as well as answering enthusiastically. In the next section we turn to the consequences of these types of listening behavior.
CONSEQUENCES OF LISTENING BEHAVIOR: DEVELOPMENT OF HYPOTHESES
According to Frazier et al. (1989) , behavior aimed at developing and maintaining a relational exchange process is directed at influencing the exchange partner's perception of one's ability and competencies. In the literature on relational exchange in an economic context several beneficial outcome variables of buyer-seller interactions have been identified. Crosby et al. (1990) , for instance, argue that the relational outcomes of satisfaction and trust are essential building blocks for maintaining long term relationships with a customer base. It is stated that a positive evaluative judgment on the part of the customer is primarily dependent on the fact whether customers feel that they can rely on a service provider's integrity and that they have confidence in this reliance in anticipation of future interactions. Perceived trust is based on a level of past performance that has met or exceeded expectations. This is especially the case when the service is complex, the environment is dynamic and the customer is relatively unsophisticated about the service ). Trust in a call center context can be defined as the confident belief on the part of the customer that the call center agent can be relied upon to behave in a such a manner that the long-term interests of the customer will be served.
Parallel to the conceptualization of trust in a sales context ), a customer is likely to trust a call center agent if (s)he is confident that the agent will not knowingly distort information or otherwise subvert the customer's interest. Satisfaction will be achieved when expectations are met or exceeded. Selnes (1998) argues that the communication process between customers and employees is vital to the formation of satisfaction because it can result in a mutually held view regarding expectations and performance. Morgan and Hunt (1994) Satisfaction has frequently been conceptualized as 'an immediate response to consumption' (Oliver 1997, p. 188) . Furthermore, it is commonly operationalized in service encounter specific terms. In contrast, trust is often viewed as a more long-term relationship characteristic, as becomes clear from the definition offered by Anderson and Weitz (1989, p. 312) ; 'one party's belief that its needs will be fulfilled in the future by actions undertaken by the other party'. Therefore, we anticipate that satisfaction is an antecedent to trust. This leads to the following hypothesis: H 7 : There will be a positive relationship between satisfaction and trust.
In addition, we propose that both satisfaction and trust are indicative of a customer's intention to call again. In case a customer has had a satisfactory service encounter he or she is more likely to engage in future encounters. Research by Crosby et al. (1990) who found that customer evaluative judgements significantly impacts readiness of future interaction confirms this contention. Furthermore, Morgan and Hunt (1994) demonstrate that in case a buyer trusts a supplier he or she will be more inclined to cooperate with this supplier. Therefore, we hypothesize that: In the next section we will discuss an empirical test of our conceptual model and its underlying hypotheses in the context of call center service interactions.
Research Setting
In order to test these notions our empirical study was conducted among call center employees of a provider of mobile telecommunication in the Netherlands. The call center provides customer service (such as number and account information and connect services) over the phone and sells mobile telephones and accessories by means of telesales. The company has three 250 seat call centers which handled 6.1 million calls in 1998.
Data Collection
Data was collected by means of a telephone survey. Customers who contacted the call center were called back for a telephone interview on the basis of a telephone script on the same day. Data collection by telephone was opted for as the amount of error due to the time difference between the actual contact and the administration of the questionnaire could be kept minimal. Furthermore, data collection by telephone was viewed as the most cost-efficient method as the call center had mobile and regular numbers readily available and call center agents could be scheduled to conduct the survey. Ten telephone surveys were administered to pre-test the questionnaire. The object of this pre-test was two-fold; (1) to ensure that the agents responsible for data collection would collect the data in a similar and adequate manner and (2) to fine-tune the questionnaire. As we set out to test our conceptual model using structural equation modeling we aimed for a sample size of at least 150 . Two hundred and fifty customers were contacted and filling out the questionnaire, yielding an effective sample size of 147 or a response rate of 59%. Customers who were not willing to participate in the survey were asked to answer an abbreviated survey in order to obtain insight into non-response bias. No significant differences between respondents and non-respondents regarding characteristics and attitudes were discovered.
Questionnaire Design
A questionnaire was designed containing constructs measured with multiple item measures. Each of the items pertaining to the focal constructs as presented in our conceptual model (see Figure 1 ) was accompanied by a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (= completely disagree) to 5 (= completely agree). A number of items were reverse-scored to detect response bias. Items for all constructs were developed specifically for this study on the basis interviews with agents and customers.
Attentiveness, perceptiveness and responsiveness were based on measures developed by Ramsey and Sohi (1997) . The measurement instrument for trust was based on the Dyadic Trust Scale of Larzelere and Huston (1980) . The satisfaction measure was based on a satisfaction measure suggested by Lagace et al. (1991) . Finally, call intention was measured by an instrument based on Crosby et al. (1990) . A pretest with 29 customers led only to minor changes in wording of tow of the items. In Table 1 the measurement items, which were used in our study, are shown.
Construct Validation
Despite the relatively small sample size we used confirmatory factor analysis for construct validation purposes (Bollen 1989; Gerbing and Anderson, 1988) . Hulland et al. (1996) suggest a lower bound between 100 and 200 for sample size; the sample size (147) in our study is still within this boundary. However, we have to acknowledge that the relatively small sample can create problems using ML estimation (cf. Bentler & Chou 1987) , such as not capturing Type I errors (Hu & Bentler 1999) 1 .
After an iterative process of inspecting t-values, the patterns of the standardized residuals and the modification indices we obtained a good fit for the confirmatory model, whereby one item of the attentiveness listening dimension was dropped.
Within-method convergent validity was assessed testing the significance and magnitude of the elements of the matrix Λ x . We found that all items loaded higher than 0.48 on their respective constructs with a minimum t-value of 5.41. Moreover, the reliability of the constructs in both models was evaluated using composite reliability and variance extracted measures. All constructs exhibited an adequate degree of reliability (> 0.6) in terms of composite reliability, as becomes clear from We would like to thank one of the anonymous JSR reviewers for pointing this problem of the sample size limitation out to us.
Testing Substantive Hypotheses
On the basis of the construct validation reported above summated scores of the constructs corrected for measurement error were used to address the hypotheses in the conceptual framework (Bagozzi and Heatherton 1994; Baumgartner and Homburg 1996) . This approach is based on the work of Kenny (1979) and James et al. (1982) and has received ample support in empirical work in a large variety of academic disciplines (Netemeyer et al. 1990; Osterhus 1997; Settoon et al. 1996; Williams and Hazer 1986 ).
Moreover, Netemeyer et al. (1990) report that this approach basically yields the same results as a latent variable model with multiple indicators. In brief, this approach entails the summing of items that compose a construct to form a single, aggregate scale for the whole construct, whereby the error variance is fixed at 1-reliability coefficient, and the path from the construct to the aggregate scale is fixed at the square root of the reliability (James et al. 1982; Kenny 1979; Loehlin 1987) .
The reliability coefficients determined in the first stage of this approach were subsequently used to correct the constructs for measurement error. LISREL8 and PRELIS2 were used to the free elements in our conceptual framework using maximum likelihood estimation (Jöreskog and Sörbom 1993) . In order to test the hypotheses we formulated we employed structural equation modeling using PRELIS and LISREL 8.
We used LISREL to obtain maximum likelihood estimates of the free parameters in our conceptual framework. Figure 2 displays the actual model structure corresponding to the hypotheses.
[PLEASE INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] given the small sample size. Furthermore, the values of the χ 2 /df ratio also indicates a good fit of the data to the hypothesized model (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988; Hoelter, 1983) .
Inspection of the standardized residuals showed that none of these exceeded the absolute value of 2.58, the cut-off value suggested by Jöreskog and Sörbom (1989) .
Inspection of the path coefficients allows us to test our hypotheses. Hypothesis 1 is rejected on the basis of a significant positive relationship between attentiveness and satisfaction (standardized path coefficient=0.35; t-value=3.66). We reject hypothesis 2 because we fail to find a significant positive relationship between perceptiveness and satisfaction. With regard to hypothesis 3, we find a positive and significant relationship between responsiveness and satisfaction (standardized path coefficient=0.30; tvalue=2.84). Hypothesis 4 is rejected, as there is no relationship between attentiveness and customer trust. In contrast positive significant relationships between perceptiveness and trust (standardized path coefficient=0.25; t-value=2.24) and responsiveness and trust (standardized path coefficient=0.27; t-value=2.24) were encountered. This leads to the acceptance of hypothesis 5 and 6. A positive relationship was between satisfaction and trust (standardized path coefficient=0.21; t-value=2.25). Therefore, we fail to reject hypothesis 7. Finally, we find positive significant relationships between satisfaction and call back intention (standardized path coefficient=0.29; t-value=2.42) and trust and call back intention (standardized path coefficient=0.36; t-value=3.08). Therefore, hypotheses 8 and 9 are supported.
DISCUSSION
As both service and manufacturing companies (which increasingly depend on value added servicing as well) are implementing multi-channel service strategies, voice-to-voice encounters are becoming more important. The results of this study help develop a picture of customer evaluations of service provider listening behavior.
Furthermore, they point to the fact that customer perceptions of agent listening behavior are instrumental in maintaining relationships. Therefore, both researchers and practitioners should focus on developing this essential communication skill. On the basis of our results we are able to discuss the nuances of such a focus. It appears that attentiveness is a direct driver of encounter specific evaluation, whereas perceptiveness is primarily related to trust which is a more relational outcome variable. Attentiveness is a sign of interactional involvement by the agent. As such it is the listening dimension that is most closely related to the perceived quality of the process of the remote service encounter. Arguably, attentiveness inferred from the presence of both verbal and non-verbal sounds, appeals partly to establishing a bond between customer and service provider from an affective perspective. As a result, customers may feel cared for. This is especially the case when a customer contacts the call center with a hidden agenda (e.g., a need for attention, somebody to talk to).
Since satisfaction has an affective side to it, it seems plausible that attentiveness is related to this customer evaluative judgement.
Perceptiveness, on the other hand, appears to be related to the relational consequence of trust. This part of listening behavior involves cognition aimed at assigning meaning to the message that is sent by the customer and digging deeper to come up with root causes behind questions and/or problems. This underlines the notion that when a customer feels that an agent understands and interprets the question or problem correctly, the agent will be perceived as knowledgeable and being able to provide a solution or information again in future occasions.
Finally, the fact that the responsiveness dimension of call center agent listening behavior is related positively to both satisfaction and trust underscores the relative importance of this communication skill. A company's response, which could be related to outcome quality of the service encounter, is frequently what customers are looking for in contacting the firm. Ramsey and Sohi (1997) did not find a significant association between listening behavior and customer satisfaction. Our examination of listening behavior at the dimensional level has allowed us to further nuance the link between listening behavior and customer evaluations.
In addition, we find a significant association between satisfaction and trust. This emphasizes the importance of satisfaction as a mediating construct and suggests that satisfaction with a specific service encounter may be regarded as a building block for customer trust. Our findings are in contrast with the findings of Ramsey and Sohi (1997) who examined listening behavior in face-to-face encounters and suggest that trust is a variable mediating the relationship between listening behavior and satisfaction. This may be explained by the fact that our operationalization of satisfaction was encounter-specific (see table 1), whereas Ramsey and Sohi (1997) position satisfaction as a general customer evaluative judgment (e.g., 'In general, I am pretty satisfied with my dealings with this salesperson.'). Alternatively, customer perceptions of listening behavior may also be dependent on the type of setting and the mode and content of contact. Finally, both a satisfactory evaluation of the voice-tovoice encounter and the building of trust have a significant impact on the customer's intention to contact the center again in the future. This is in line with the results reported by Ramsey and Sohi (1997) who also identify both trust and satisfaction as drivers of intended behavior.
THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS
Part of the strength of a research project lies in the recognition of its limitations. This may suggest potential issues that merit future research. In the first place, caution should be taken in reference to statements of causality. As both cross-sectional data and a nonexperimental design were used and despite the fact that advanced modeling techniques were employed, any causal inferences based on the results of this study are precluded.
Furthermore, inferences about generalizability should be treated with equal caution. It is unknown whether our findings are generalizable to call centers in other types of industry.
Future research will have to reveal the generalizability potential of our results.
A second limitation concerns the fact that all concepts were measured at one point in time, thus essentially from a static perspective. It may be worthwhile to study listening behavior over time in order to be able to take into account the dynamics of employee and customer learning and to follow the build up or breakdown of customer trust. Moreover, should such an approach be taken measures of actual behavior and objective performance (e.g., switching behavior, word-of-mouth behavior or vulnerability to price competition) in addition to perceptual gauges could be taken into account.
Thirdly, we must caution against the presence of halo effects. Perceptions of satisfaction and trust may have caused bias in customer evaluations of the various types of listening behavior.
Fourthly, future research could explore other antecedents of satisfaction and trust in customer-firm relationships in addition to agent listening behavior. Other variables that can be included in causal modeling are, for instance, the nature and frequency of interaction between parties, fairness, reciprocity, firm reputation, and relational benefits.
Finally, we suggest that in future research various types of service encounters (including face-to-face and bit-to-bit (by means of computer integrated telephone, for instance)) should be examined in addition to listening behavior as the number of interactive media is rapidly growing ).
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS
Our results also suggest a number of managerial implications. Since listening is an essential communication skill in voice-to-voice service encounters, our results seem relevant to call center managers and supervisors. Listening is a skill, it can be taught, learned, improved and assessed, for instance by role plays. Comprehensive training programs should take all three dimensions of listening behavior into account.
First of all, with respect to attentiveness call center management should be prepared to invest time to learn about customers. Agents should be trained to be sensitive and focused on customer needs, the reasons why the called and the hidden agendas or purpose behind the call. In many call centers there is still an extreme emphasis on productivity and efficiency-related performance models are used, which instigate agents to rush calls to completion (Aiello and Kolb 1995) .
Secondly, in relation to perceptiveness it seems important to increase the agent's knowledge base in order to better be able to assess customer queries. Modern information tools containing scripts and cues and (listening) skills-based routing may assist agents in improving perceptiveness.
Thirdly, responding can be improved be improved by training agents to be more adaptive and align their communication skills in accordance with the specific wishes of the customer and based on perceived information about the nature of the relationship situation. Again, developing an efficient communication strategy involves an elaborate knowledge structure of customer problems, queries and behaviors and the contingencies that link specific behaviors to specific circumstances (Dabholkar 1994 ).
Fourthly, it seems advisable to develop a listening tracking system to monitor employee performance. Understanding listening behavior at the dimensional level enables companies to measure and quantify employee behavior and use that knowledge for improvement and training. Tracking performance over time will enable call center management to achieve an insight into which behavioral aspects relate to customer evaluations of individual service encounters and which aspects are likely to transcend to affecting longer-term customer commitment.
Finally, insight into listening behavior and its impact on customer evaluations and relational outcomes can be used in the recruitment of agents. Assessment of listening skills may be used as an integral part in the hiring process. For a call center agent that senses, perceives and responds increases the added value of corporate call centers. 
